The Great Shang City
background of stylised scrolls and spirals. The monster is called the t'ao-t'ieh, but research has so far failed to reveal either its origin or the symbolism of the motif. It appears to be a combination of elements taken from different animals, dragons and other fantastic creatures. Its large protruding lidded eyes were doubtless taken from older vases where they were used as ornamental knobs. These are the very oldest examples of a basic tendency of Chinese art which was to make nature resemble the animal kingdom by giving it animal forms. The aesthetic impression given by these vases can certainly be analysed, but their strange power can only be experienced if they are seen in the original. The amateur needs a certain amount of preparation if he is to appreciate them fully. To the ordinary person they will simply seem exotic, but the connoisseur or the artist will not fail to be impressed, particularly by the finer pieces. The symbolism of their decoration, of course, cannot affect us as it must have done the Chinese of the Shang or the Chou periods. We are affected almost entirely by their shape alone, their plastic form in which is expressed all the great vitality of a new art. Another factor which contributes greatly to their appeal, though it has nothing to do with their original appearance, is their patina, a noble malachite green which, when polished, takes on a soft velvety sheen. This is peculiar to these bronzes and recalls the appearance of jade. It is the result of a slow chemical process which has been going on for three thousand years.
The vases were used in the ancestor-cult, as practised in every house, whether rich or poor. The ordinary people used earthenware vessels, of course, and not objects as precious as these. The royal family's sacrifices are described in the bone inscriptions. Sacrifices were made to the father, his brother, the grandfather and his forefathers. "Forty-two male ancestors and Brothers of male ancestors belonging to six generations are mentioned on the bones as having received sacrifices." * During the ceremonies the ancestors' names were never spoken. The personal name of the Emperor was never to be spoken or written either. Each of the ancestors was mentioned by the day
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